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Book Review 
S. M. ULAM, Adventures of a Mathematician, Scribner’s, New York, 1976, 
317 pp. 
I met Stan Ulam in 1964, at a lecture I was giving in New York. Kac had 
prevailed on his reluctance to sit for an hour in front of anything but a coffee 
table in a sidewalk cafe. After twenty minutes he remembered “an urgent 
appointment downtown” and walked out. Years later I was to learn that ten, 
not twenty minutes is his normal limit for a lecture. Once the idea has come 
across, he reasons, it is more fun to work out the details by yourself; and if the 
main idea has not been put forward in the first ten minutes, then the lecture 
is probably not worth your time. 
This one-shot quality of Ulam’s thought became more apparent after I 
arrived in Los Alamos. “Any good idea can be stated in fifty words or less,” he 
announced with a twinge of challenge in his voice. I am probably the only 
student of physics to be taught in twenty-word sentences unevenly spaced 
throughout the working day, and at later dinner parties, each one an irritatingly 
clear summary of one or more chapters of the Hand&h dm Physik. 
At first I wondered how he could perform miraculous feats of computation 
in his head, until I discovered he did not need to; he simply estimated magnitudes 
following an unerring instinct. “Knowing what is big and what is small is more 
important than knowing how to solve differential equations,” he would warn an 
audience of shocked mathematicians. His most daring guesses, whether proposing 
a new idea for fusion or defusing a pompous theory, are approximations based 
on seeing through irrelevancies and inessentials. 
The anecdote is Warn’s literary genre. His mind is a repository of thousands 
of stories, tales, jokes, epigrams, remarks, puzzles, tongue-twisters, footnotes, 
conclusions, slogans, formulas, diagrams, quotations, limericks, summaries, 
quips, epitaphs, and headlines. In the course of a normal conversation he simply 
pulls out of his mind the fifty-odd relevant items, and presents them in linear 
succession. A second-order memory prevents him from repeating himself too 
often before the same public. 
His Adventures were written by reading the whole repertoire into the tape 
recorder, with the omission of a few prurient episodes to be made public at a 
future date. The rearranging and typing was left to Madame. Later, the author 
inserted appropriate transitional passages into the first set of galleys. The final 
product compares favorably in style with The Three Musketeers, and like that 
irresistible novel of our youth, after page one, one cannot put it down until 
the end. 
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The kaleidoscopic sequence of exits and entrances of personalities of the 
last f i f ty years make the book the Almanac de Gotha of twentieth-century 
science. No other scientist has attempted a first-hand coverage of comparable 
scope, and we can already foreshadow doctoral dissertations in the history of 
science-and in psychology-being written about a casual remark in the Ad- 
ventures. Such a student’s task will be made easier by the author’s refreshing 
belief in facts, and by his shrewd avoidance of “depth” analysis. People are 
what they are, good and bad, intelligent and stupid, and their behavior is never 
traced back to the tottering tenets of Freudian mythology. 
The factual account of the res gestae (the only eyewitness report to date) is 
pleasantly interrupted by the author’s views on science, its future, and its 
problems. The unassuming exposition, at times running into aristocratic 
understatement, may lull the reader into taking these remarks as obvious. It 
is easy to get used to a display of intelligence. One silently appropriates whatever 
is said, and on second reading the author seems to repeat the reader’s lifelong 
conclusions. The reader might be well-advised to use one of those hemispherical 
lenses that were once indispensable for proofreading, so that his eye may dwell 
on the depth of the author’s casually stated ideas. 
This is a book about success: about the author’s success-luck, he would 
call it-as an emigrant left penniless by the devastation of Poland, about the 
success of a group of intellectuals, Americans and emigres together, on a lonely 
hill in the New Mexican desert, who changed the face of civilization, about the 
last unquestioned victory of mind over matter. It is a chronicle of greatness 
written by one of the last survivors of the species. We reread Ulam’s memoirs 
with a longing for a bygone world where physicists could be, like Fermi, both 
theoretical and experimental, where mathematicians like Everett would wear 
out a slide rule in a month, where politicians and generals put their trust in 
Science. A world we would like to bring back, a faith which this book helps us 
keep alive. 
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